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Introduction

In recent years there has been an increasing interest in the role of the university, the process of regional engagement and the impact on the economic and social development of the region (see for example Goddard et al 1994, Charles and Benneworth 2001, OECD 2007, Garlick 2000). There has been interest in both the deepening and the broadening of activity – deepening in terms of increasing intensity of activity and a desire to increase impact, and a broadening in the range of forms of engagement and the kinds of interventions and partnerships being developed. This increasing activity has been backed by a greater strategic awareness within some universities of this role, the emergence of greater managerial involvement and oversight, and the creation of university wide strategies and structural changes (Watson, 2007). Driving all of this has been a greater expectation from civic society that universities recognise local needs and challenges and take their engagement seriously, backed up in some cases by resources from governments and benefactors (AASCU, 2002).

Engagement with the region raises significant problems of measurement however (CIC, 2005, Charles et al 2010). If universities are to divert resources to regional projects then they want to know that this activity is worthwhile for the beneficiaries and for the institution. Equally if governments wish to invest in university engagement with the region they want to be sure their objectives are being met. 

How then do universities judge their efficiency and effectiveness in delivering regional engagement? How do they know if they are doing the right things, and are they having an impact? If engagement is simply a local activity undertaken by individual academics on the margins then measurement and impact are not particularly important. When engagement becomes a strategic objective of the institution though, and is identified within the mission, or is being funded as a distinct third stream, then universities and stakeholders begin to ask difficult questions about the level and value of the activity and whether some universities do it better than others. A further problem is how they might consider the actions of other universities when deciding where to prioritise their involvement in their city or region? As a consequence various attempts have been made to develop indicators and measurement tools (see Goedegebuure and van der Lee 2006 and Hart et al, 2009). However, the task is difficult as metrics are only useful in a small number of types of interactions and much of the rest of engagement activity, especially that which goes beyond links with business, is only reported on an anecdotal level. (Hart et al, 2009)

This chapter examines approaches to assessing the quality of engagement and its impacts, the development of a benchmarking approach, and an example of its implementation in the city of Melbourne, Victoria. In this context, benchmarking is a technique developed to allow comparative assessment of university strategies for engagement, the emphasis being on the provision of information into a learning or development process focused on improvement. This differs from much of the current obsession of universities and stakeholders with transparency indicators as embodied in the various league tables and rankings (Westerheijden 2008, Van Vught & Westerheijden, 2010) in which the indicators are intended to reveal the quality of the university to outsiders.

The rationale for an approach to benchmarking regional engagement is briefly introduced below to provide an introduction to the particular tool used in this study. The tool, a benchmarking questionnaire, was initially developed in the UK for universities wishing to examine their prioritisation of different areas of specialisation in engagement, and then further developed for use in an international programme involving universities and their regions. The case presented here draws on the benchmarking exercise carried out by eight universities in the Melbourne city region and analysis is undertaken of the patterns of response in order to illustrate some of the issues around engagement and benchmarking. The exercise was conducted as part of a larger project on the contribution of universities to regional engagement in Victoria, and proved useful in highlighting critical areas for discussion amongst the universities about their contributions. More importantly, some of the universities used the data to inform their own strategic thinking about how to position themselves in the increasingly competitive environment of Australian higher education.

The ‘growth’ of regional engagement

Although there is a long tradition of regional engagement in many countries (OECD, 1982), and indeed there are universities which have long had a rationale in engagement, there is a general view that university regional engagement has become a more significant activity in recent years (Gunasekara, 2006) and that at least in part this has been driven by a growing awareness among policymakers of new theories of regional development that privilege the role of knowledge in innovation systems that are interactive rather than passive (Lundvall and Johnson, 1994). So getting knowledge from universities out into the region requires active policies for engagement and the development of appropriate university cultures (Clark, 1998). 

In spite of this, the growth of regional engagement in recent years has perhaps in the majority of cases not been driven, at least initially, by strategic intent at a university level. Whilst engagement with business has often been seen as a strategic priority, linked with income generation and political expediency, wider regional engagement has often emerged on the fringes of the university or from bottom-up initiatives of individuals committed to a particular cause or driven by particular teaching or research links. Some forms of engagement such as the provision of cultural facilities or community services have been more or less a by-product of meeting the needs of students and staff. Consequently in all of this the measurement of effectiveness or impact has not been a high priority.

There are significant differences in higher education systems around the world, such that engagement is framed in quite different ways. There are, however, significant commonalities also, insofar as universities in most parts of the world are expected to offer both learning opportunities for undergraduate (and postgraduate) students and to undertake research. For many universities, therefore these activities are the principal vehicle through which engagement occurs on an ad hoc basis. However, in recent years numerous commentators and bodies have suggested universities move beyond the ad hoc to see engagement as a strategic activity alongside if not necessarily as significant as teaching and research (AASCU, 2002; Kellogg Commission, 1999) Usually this has focused on business engagement, but also in some cases wider community engagement.

The United States has had a long tradition of engagement since the first Land Grant Act of 1862 and through the 20th century there has been a waxing and waning of engagement coupled with a broadening of the agenda. More recently various committees have called for a revival of engagement  and a new form of social contract (eg Kellogg Commission, 1999, AASCU, 2002), even though the US probably still has a more vibrant mix of activities than many other countries. One particular feature of the US system is a strong and growing tradition of ‘service learning’ in which student learning is structured around a project or arrangement which is community-oriented and located in community settings. Some other countries have taken up this model but often only in individual universities. 

However, there are some systems where engagement is supported also as a distinct part of the university contribution. In the United Kingdom, ‘third stream’ funding has offered universities explicit resources to enable them to share their expertise with regional partners (PACEC, 2010). In Malaysia, a recent national initiative has allocated significant resources to one particular university with national responsibility to promote engagement (see the emergence of APUCEN, the Asia Pacific Universities’ Community Engagement Network, which has been established by this university). In Australia, conversely, there is no central funding for engagement and hence university staff look to research funds to support their engagement activities and particularly through government agencies offering specific contract research opportunities (see Bradley 2008, in which the idea of discrete support for engagement was considered briefly). 

The spatial scale of engagement varies considerably between institutions and even between activities within institutions (Charles, 2003). Whilst reference is made here to regional engagement, the reality of most institutions is that they define their ‘region’ according to their own nature and set of partnerships. In some cases universities may have a specific territory defined for them, as for example a state university in the US, but in most cases they operate within national HE systems and define their own spaces of engagement, sometimes finding administrative territories useful proxies, but not always. Some universities claim a part of a metropolitan region as their territory (perhaps a segment of the city or an area such as the ‘outer west’), whilst others that lie near to administrative boundaries may seek to work with partners on both sides of that boundary. 

The different approaches to engagement internationally demonstrate that the assessment and measurement of engagement is not straightforward. There are definitional issues, arising from the difficulty of distinguishing engagement which is planned as an explicit priority, part of university strategy with appropriate resources, from activities which link with regional partners on a more ad hoc and fragmented basis. There are issues also in identifying relevant indicators and data. While there might be some specific indicators related to inputs of resources and outputs such as patents, it is much more complex to measure the quality of relationships and of impact of various activities.

These circumstances can generate difficult challenges for university management in determining how best to deal with this complexity. The challenges are exacerbated by a lack of evidence to support their analysis and judgement in the face of this complexity. Hence, in all of these engagement activities, both mature and emergent as well as at different scales, the problem of measurement and evaluation remains. This then creates another problem in that institutions remain unaware of whether what they are doing is good practice or merely normal for their national context. They are also unaware of whether their prioritisation of activities is appropriate or not. When competition intensifies and resources are limited, these kinds of tensions can prompt an interest on the part of both the university and its partners in metrics and indicators. 

Assessment and measurement of regional engagement


A variety of tools and methodologies have been developed to help audit, assess and benchmark engagement activities. Part of the variation arises from the differing objectives of their developers. So the needs of audit, benchmarking and evaluation are quite distinct from each other (Hart et al, 2009). Audit tends to be the measurement of performance against pre-determined standards, such as assessing whether a funded programme of engagement meets the targets set in its proposal. Benchmarking involves comparison between institutions and against some form of good practice, usually drawing on data from audits, but often needing to go beyond simplistic measures in order to capture processes as well as outputs. Evaluation is generally about assessing the benefits whether to the university, stakeholders or wider society. All three may be used together as part of a strategic management system for engagement, and all three may draw upon a range of methods and tools for collecting information.

There are a range of forms of assessment tool which can be grouped under five headings (see Charles et al 2010)
	Survey approaches – Where indicators can be codified and reliably collected from one year to the next, there has been scope for regular surveys, primarily in the area of business links. 
	Project analysis and templates – Much interest in community engagement is focused at the project level and some groups have developed formal templates for collecting data on projects for comparison and benchmarking.
	Institutional reviews by questionnaire – At an institutional rather than project level a number of bodies have developed a process for assessing university strategies for engagement as well as actions and outcomes using some form of template or questionnaire. 
	Institutional indicators – A more formal approach to making comparisons at an institutional level is to use a set of key performance indicators at university level.
	Benchmarking tools – The final category is a benchmarking approach where a range of indicators are used in an approach which is comparative and can be seen as part of a wider benchmarking process 

The selection of approach depends on the objective of the study. Some such as the survey approach and indicators are ideal for governments wishing to monitor activity across a higher education system as a whole as is the case with the HEBCIS survey in the UK​[1]​ (Charles and Conway, 2001; HEFCE, 2008). Project templates are useful for policymakers seeking to identify possible good practice cases of engagement for wider dissemination, whilst institutional reviews are useful for identifying broad strategic approaches or assessing institutional commitment. Benchmarking is more appropriate as an input to continuous improvement within an institution (or group of institutions) and to a strategic assessment of where to place the emphasis in engagement at university level.

The example which follows is focused on benchmarking and its application as part of the PASCAL Universities and Regional Engagement (PURE) project. This was an in international project involving universities and regional authorities in 18 regions across four continents. The focus of the project was improvement and the development of strategic partnerships within regions, drawing on a sharing of perspectives across regions in different international settings. The inclusion of benchmarking as part of the project methodology was intended to provide a common language for international sharing, as well as providing specific data to illustrate different patterns in engagement.

Benchmarking

Benchmarking is a concept surrounded by confusion, not least because a relatively technical method has been used colloquially to mean different things in various organisational and political settings. At its most specific level, it has been used to refer to the comparison of statistical data about various dimensions of organisational performance, which might or might not be defined clearly. On the other hand, benchmarking has been structured as a resource for organisational learning, using agreed data comparatively to set goals for the continuous improvement process (see Camp 1989). Spendolini (1992) examined the meanings attributed to benchmarking in more than fifty companies in the United States and constructed a definition which emphasised certain key elements and processes:

Benchmarking, a method for organisational improvement that involves continuous, systematic evaluation of the products, services and processes of organisations that are recognised as representing best practices (Spendolini 1992, 9).

Benchmarking is based on the assumption that factual data collected in different sites can be used comparatively to understand organisational strengths and weaknesses, and to identify areas in which change ought to be a priority. Macneil et al distinguished between three types of benchmarking:

Internal, which involves benchmarking of internal operations, between divisions or sites of the same organisation;

Industry or competitive, against other companies in the same industry which has the advantage of comparing firms with common technological and market characteristics; and

Generic or process, which involves comparisons of specific processes (eg. billing, or perhaps debt collection) with international leaders irrespective of industry.

Governments have sought, at least from time to time, to encourage comparative benchmarking as a means of driving cultural change within workplaces, enabling their public sector agencies or private enterprises to better understand their own processes, and encouraging a strong external focus (Bruder and Gray, 1994). Typically, this has involved a model of benchmarking in which teams compare data about ‘critical points for improvement’ and analyse differences in processes in order to identify the ‘best practice’ for achieving particular objectives. This has raised issues about both the comparability of different kinds of sites, and of the reliability of the data used.

There has been increased interest in benchmarking in higher education (see eg McKinnon et al 2000). The OECD has initiated one project, while another has been sponsored by the European Commission. Its initiative began in 2006, with a focus on using benchmarking more effectively to modernise European higher education management. The project is now reaching the end of its second phase, having moved in 2008 to a strong focus on implementation of better practices (see www.education-benchmarking.org/projectbackground.html (​http:​/​​/​www.education-benchmarking.org​/​projectbackground.html​); ESMU, 2010; Westerheijden, 2008). Similarly, the Australian Council for Private Education and Training (ACPET) and the Australian Universities Procurement Network have sponsored initiatives to use benchmarking consistently as a management resource. However, typically these projects and initiatives have paid little attention specifically to questions of engagement (beyond perhaps a focus on industry links), and the focus has been on institutional performance rather than how the universities’ activities have affected their regions.

More generally, issues of comparison across the higher education sector have been brought home to the higher education sector in recent years with the increased profile of various international rankings of universities. There has been an increase in the number of rating sponsors using a varied range of methodologies, although research output and its perceived quality has been a key indicator in the more highly regarded rankings. Regional engagement has rarely featured although perceived relationships with industry have been included in some rating frameworks. The increased attention to the apparent implications of the rankings has been driven largely by the anticipated consequences for attracting outstanding academic expertise and international students.

The PASCAL Universities and Regional Engagement (PURE) Project

The PASCAL International Observatory is an independent not-for-profit organisation, with members from regional governmental bodies, universities and other organisations in the policy and research communities. The focus of its work is to provide solutions to policy issues through international research and development programmes, inputs to local policy-making processes, and facilitating opportunities for mutual learning. PASCAL operates globally from four global offices (​http:​/​​/​pascalobservatory.org​/​regional-offices" \o "PASCAL regional offices​) at RMIT University, Melbourne, (covering Australia and Asia), the University of Glasgow (covering Europe), University of South Africa, Pretoria (covering Africa) and Northern Illinois University (covering North and South America). The PASCAL Universities and Regional Engagement (PURE) project was established to identify policy initiatives that would enable more effective engagement by universities with regional authorities. PURE was a response to the broader debates on regional engagement, and reflected the outcome of earlier OECD work which had suggested that universities could be an important resource to enhance regional economic and social development. 

The PURE project adopted a multi-faceted methodology including use of a university benchmarking instrument to complement the more directly qualitative processes of consultative development groups and associated project activities. The focus of the benchmarking was not on comparing performance in different settings, but rather seeking to build a database which could be used to share learning amongst institutions and regions, a method for facilitating a consistent conversation across different regional and national settings. The instrument was designed first and foremost as a learning resource, to facilitate reflection and discussion both within institutions and comparatively about their current aspirations and current arrangements, and how they might be enhanced. In this sense, the conversations intended to be more important than the ratings themselves.

Benchmarking in PURE

Why use benchmarking as a method? The PURE project incorporated this resource partly to assist the key stakeholders within a region to explore their universities’ current approach to regional engagement, and to provide a common language and framework for grounded comparison of university approaches to regional engagement across regions. 

The instrument used in the project was developed from an earlier benchmarking tool developed for the Higher Education Funding Council for England (Charles and Benneworth, 2002). For the specific purposes of the PURE project this tool was expanded and some of the questions were reworded to remove a UK focus. The instrument focuses on a higher education institution’s (HEI) contribution to various aspects of regional development. It is organised around a series of ‘practice’ (processes) and ‘performance’ (past achievements) indicators and sub-indicators, with a rationale provided for each indicator. The instrument also includes a brief account of ‘good practice’ and seeks the university’s ranking of itself on a scale of 1-5. Each sub-indicator has a few words which attempt to indicate the circumstances which would warrant a 1, 3 or 5 rating. For example, with the ‘practice’ sub-indicator ‘University participation in provision of public transport or other services’, the following advice is provided:

Levels
1	2	3	4	5
No support or investment from the university. Complete reliance on the public or private sector to provide services used by staff and students, or else services are restricted to university users only		University gets involved in the provision of services and tacitly allows the community to make use of services. 		University engages in a strategic dialogue with the local community over the demand and provision of services and takes community demands into account in the planning of university investment and provision

Overall, there are eight groups of indicators, seven of which are derived from a conceptualisation of regional competitiveness and relate to broad processes of regional development (REF). It is important to note that the focus of these processes is the development of the region itself rather than the university. The specific questions addressed to the universities ask what the university does for the region, not what the benefits are to the university. This is different from many other forms of benchmarking where the emphasis is on the performance of the organisation in terms of its own internal objectives. The eighth group of indicators relates specifically to the engagement processes within universities themselves and focuses on the extent to which the university is suitably organised internally to support engagement.
:

a.	Enhancing regional infrastructure – supporting the regional infrastructure, regulatory frameworks and underlying quality of environment and lifestyles. This includes the HEI helping the region to identify where improvements can be made, or providing direct input to the quality of the local environment.
b.	Human capital development processes – supporting the development of human capital through education and training both within the HEI and in other organisations. The emphasis here is on how the HEI adds to the stock of human capital by facilitating the development of people in the region, and retains both local and non-local graduates. (The education of people from outside the region who then leave it does not add to the stock of human capital in the region, and therefore is not relevant for this process. However it may be important at national level, and it does add to regional GDP.)
c.	Business development processes – the creation and attraction of new firms, as well as support for developing new products, processes and markets for existing firms.
d.	Interactive learning and social capital development processes – encouraging co-operation between firms and other institutions to generate technological, commercial and social benefits. Regional collaboration and learning between organisations are important in regional success. HEIs can promote the application of knowledge through regional partnerships, and encourage networking and the building of trust.
e.	Community development processes – ensuring that the benefits of enhanced business competitiveness are widely shared within the community, and that the health and welfare of the population are maximised.
f.	Cultural development – the creation, enhancement and reproduction of regional cultures, underpinning the other processes above, and interpreting culture both as activities that enrich the quality of life and as patterns of social conventions, norms and values that constitute regional identities.
g.	Promoting sustainability – long-term regional development must be underpinned by processes seeking to improve sustainability, even though some of these objectives may appear to conflict with business development objectives.
h.	Promoting engagement within the university – internal processes to support engagement across the various regional development processes (from the Introduction to the instrument, Benchmarking the Regional Contribution of Universities).

Overview of the Melbourne case

Melbourne was one of the larger city-regions involved with PURE. Melbourne is the second largest city in the Australia, and a major centre in making education a significant export industry for Australia. While there are many facets to this political economic dynamic, Melbourne’s higher education sector is a prominent part of the industry which has become so attractive to international students. In spite of this pattern, domestic students and local research continue to constitute the largest part of the work of Melbourne’s universities.

All of the Victorian Universities bar one have their base in metropolitan Melbourne. Three also have a strong provincial presence, while two have some rural activity. All have multiple campuses. Each university has completed the ratings against the indicators as a single institution, meaning that in some cases, judgements will have been made about the overall balance of activity across quite different local settings. Each university adopted a different process for completion of the instrument, adapted to their circumstances and capacity at the time. The universities undertook the ratings at different times over a period of several months, meaning that some had longer to reflect on their circumstances than others. 

The sponsor was the Office of Knowledge Capital (OKC), an initiative of Melbourne City Council which brought together representatives of the eight universities with significant campuses in metropolitan Melbourne. As with other Australian cities there are additionally small centres for other universities in the city but these were not included in the study as regional engagement is not part of their remit. All eight universities agreed to participate in the project, together with the Victorian Government. Subsequently, the University of Ballarat, based in a regional city approximately 110 kilometres from Melbourne, also agreed to participate, making a total of nine participating universities.

The benchmarking was a significant shared component of the PURE Melbourne project. Each university participated in the first round of benchmarking, while six participated a second time, some 12 months later. The OKC played a critical role in supporting and encouraging the university to participate in the process. All nine universities participated in the process in the first year, and six in the second. This provided some opportunity for identifying both patterns across the higher education sector, as well as differences within it, and following the second iteration, to do so with the benefit of a year’s transition. Each university approached the task in its own way, but there was extensive discussion at the PURE Steering Committee about the different strategies and how the results would be shared. These discussions were a key part of the collective learning about each university’s approach to engagement.

After the first round of rating engagement, the major activity in PURE Melbourne was a series of case studies of engagement in three broad thematic areas: regional innovation systems; green jobs; and social inclusion. The selection of case studies was shaped, in part at least, by the discussions following the benchmarking.

Analysis of responses to benchmarking survey

Melbourne was the first of the regions involved in PURE to implement the benchmarking activity. All nine universities participated in the process in the first year, and six in the second. This provided some opportunity for identifying both patterns across the higher education sector, as well as differences within it, and following the second iteration, to do so with the benefit of a year’s transition 

All of the Victorian Universities bar one have their base in metropolitan Melbourne. Three also have a strong provincial presence, while two have some rural activity. All have multiple campuses. Each university has completed the ratings against the indicators as a single institution, meaning that in some cases, judgements will have been made about the overall balance of activity across quite different local settings. Each university adopted a different process for completion of the instrument, adapted to their circumstances and capacity at the time. The universities undertook the ratings at different times over a period of several months, meaning that some had longer to reflect on their circumstances than others. 

Aggregating the results across institutions and at the level of the eight groups of indicators, table 1 gives a summary. In each case the average is given from responses on a scale of 1 to 5. 

Table 1: summary results of the Melbourne benchmarking 2009
Indicator Groups	Mean ratings	Lowest ratings 	Highest ratings 
‘Enhancing regional infrastructure’	3.3	2.5	3.8
‘Human capital development processes’	3.7	3.3	4.0
‘Business development processes’	3.1	1.6	3.8
‘Interactive learning and social capital development processes’	3.4	2.6	3.9
‘Community development processes’	3.6	3.2	4.3
‘Cultural development’	3.0	1.7	3.7
‘Promoting sustainability’	3.2	1.7	4.1
‘Promoting engagement	3.7	3.0	4.7
Note: 9 responses in 2009; 6 responses in 2010

In both years, the strongest ratings were given to the work of promoting engagement within the universities and core educational indicators, and lesser scores to more specialist dimensions of contribution to regional development such as cultural development and sustainability. This in itself is an intriguing finding which raises questions about either the effectiveness or the orientation of the engagement focus. It may also reflect a better understanding of internal processes to promote engagement than of the effect of those activities on the wider region.

Individual data for the eight universities are presented below in a series of diagrams, although the individual universities have been anonymised. This however enables us to examine the variation of responses to the benchmarking questionnaire across the categories of engagement, and between universities for specific engagement policies and achievements.

Figure 1 gives the responses of the individual universities to each of the main groups of questions. The questions are grouped into the seven regional development processes, plus the theme relating to the overall engagement policy of the university. Each of these composite indicators brings together between six and eight questions and the composites are simple mean scores of the individual questions responses. All questions were answered by all eight universities in 2009 and this is the data used here. The construction of composite indicators such as these is contentious and tends to reflect the combination of indicators more than any real characteristic of the universities, however its use is justified here only in terms of indicating the extent to which universities may be oriented towards particular regional development processes. It is for this reason that equal weighting is given to all of the indicators within each group.

The diagram shows that there were convergent responses on some of the regional development processes, with most if not all of the universities reporting similar average scores for human capital development, business development and community development processes. The response was much more varied for cultural development and sustainability though.

Figure 1 Overall engagement profile of the universities


Sustainability and culture are perhaps most often influenced by the internal structure of the university and its disciplinary makeup. However this does not seem to adequately explain the variation here as some poorly scoring universities have relevant faculties to support these two groups of processes, but the universities seem not to have involved them in strategic approaches to engagement.

The internally focused indicator on promoting engagement also gave quite a varied response. University E had the lowest score despite one of the highest scores on most of the other indicators which is interesting. This university seems to be doing a lot of the right things but in the absence of well developed institutional policies. This contrasts with university B which reports a strong response of promoting engagement but scores weakly on several of the other composite indicators, most notably on business development where it is a solitary outlier, but also on cultural development and sustainability where it reports performance well below the other universities.

Drilling down to the individual questions we see greater diversity of response again, with some universities recording both high and low scores within a particular batch of questions. Taking the business development theme for example, figure 2 shows this high level of variation with responses to some questions yielding the full range from one to five. Some universities have a fairly uniform high response, G and F for example, whilst university B scores lowest on six of the eight indicators, scoring well only on student placements with employers.


Figure 2: Indicators relating to business development process


It was noted above in figure 1 that cultural development had a diverse response and this becomes even clearer when looking at the responses to individual questions. University B for example has a very low score with less than 2 on every measure, whilst university F has the most consistent high score and every other university score low on at least one of the measures. Variation on each measure is quite extreme, although four universities score well (4 or 5) on cultural strategy, provision of cultural facilities and level of participation by the community.

Figure 3: Indicators relating to cultural development processes


Looking more closely at the processes to support engagement within the universities, we see a range of responses to most of the indicators, although all universities seem to score only modestly on developing staff skills for engagement. University A scored itself very highly, with maximum scores on all but one of these indicators, whilst university E scored consistently low on this indicator with a 3 on each indicator. 


What is clear from these diagrams, in spite of the variations in response of some, is that across the eight universities there tends to be at least some high level provision for all of the benchmarks. It may be then that not all of the universities have to be achieving on all measures as long as there is adequate provision from at least some of the universities in the city. This does however raise the question of whether this provision is available across the whole city. Melbourne covers such a large area that there are localised monopolies where some sectors of the city are largely provided for by only one university, and it is here where there may be problems if that particular local university is not engaged in a particular theme, yet there are demands made from local partners for a particular service. In smaller cities with only one or two universities the problems of localised delivery may not raise such issues as the universities are engaged with partners across the whole city. 

Responses of universities to benchmarking

The experience with benchmarking regional engagement in the Melbourne universities provoked considerable internal discussion. In some institutions, the principal focus was the concept of engagement itself and a genuine interest in what was being done, while in others there was some concern about the possible implications for a university’s status in a fiercely competitive market for student enrolments. In several institutions, the apparent workload associated with the benchmarking instrument itself prompted some dissatisfaction. However, at least amongst the sponsors of the exercise in each university, there was a generally favourable response. More broadly across the PURE project, there were concerns about the sheer range and number of questions to be considered in the instrument, even though it was structured so as to provide as much clarity and consistency as possible, rather than to generate extensive data. 

The institutional response to the instrument and process has been important, as the consequences in each institution have been arguable more important than the more formal data. In that sense, the benchmarking process has been of considerable value as a means of organisational learning, more so than as a mechanism for gathering objective data about relative institutional performance. Interesting diversity has appeared, and some institutions adapted their internal processes and priorities in consequence of the learning from the initial processes. 

In a climate more supportive of collaboration amongst institutions, the process could have enhanced the infrastructure of support for regional authorities, specifically the Victorian Government. Certainly, the project Steering Committee with senior representatives of all the institutions and the Victorian Government identified specific opportunities for greater communication and cooperation amongst universities in addressing Government priorities. Furthermore, one or more institutions which consider themselves to be very strong in relation to one or more of the key dimensions evaluated through the instrument could work with other institutions to achieve more effective geographical impact of certain initiatives. Also, the data, viewed as a whole, could offer the Government and the universities insights into aspects of regional development where there is a serious gap in university engagement. While the data by itself would not support rigorous analysis of this kind, the patterns emerging provide starting points for further investigation.

Conclusions 

This examination of the results of a benchmarking exercise in one region illustrates some of the opportunities and advantages for institutional management that comes from the adoption of a regional approach to benchmarking. Even where the exercise is contested internally, it is apparent that the instrument used in this project has enabled key stakeholders within each institution to discriminate their unit’s or institution’s performance against a systematic and comprehensive framework of institutional indicators. The experience in Melbourne Australia indicated that different universities can adapt the benchmarking process to fit their own operational environments, and make use of the results for organisational change purposes.

Whilst the individual universities are able to assess the strengths and weaknesses of their engagement activity, the PURE project offered a collective environment and did demonstrate, even in a competitive higher education marketplace, how further learning emerged about the potential for the universities to work together to provide a strong collective service to their region. The benchmarking itself does not give a blueprint for the collective activity of the universities, but it provides a tool for a more informed dialogue to take place on three levels.

First, by giving individual universities an idea of their strengths and weaknesses, they are then in a position to decide where to place their investment in these activities, an where to seek to improve their actions. This may mean looking to cut back in areas where they are relatively weak as well as deciding to improve their practices in areas where they want to make an impact. Strengths may be celebrated. However, completing the survey is only a starting point as the results can be shared and discussed with key regional partners to check that there is agreement over the assessment – a partner may score an activity lower but this may be a difference of perception on either side, and an issue well worth further discussion.

Second, the sharing of results between universities facilitates a collective discussion about provision, ensuring that each of the areas of engagement is effectively covered by at least one university, and for example ensuring that there is comprehensive spatial coverage at the same time. If one university is providing high quality support on one of the indicators but to only a small part of the metropolitan area then this suggests that either other universities could look to match that provision in other areas, or that institution could seek support to extend their activity. Such discussions are highly valuable in taking a strategic perspective at regional provision, and would be attractive to regional partners, but are rarely undertaken in most countries. 

Third, the identification of the universities that perform well on each of these processes helps to identify good practice which can provide the basis of shared learning within the region and across national university systems more widely. 

Benchmarking of this kind has its limitations and caveats, and can only ever provide crude indicators, but as an input to a wider dialogue among universities and with regional partners, it offers a way to make that dialogue more effective. The PURE project aimed to stimulate such dialogue within regions and between regions and without such tools that process would be very much more difficult.
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^1	  Although a few of the indicators used in HEBCIS are also used for the allocation of third strand funding, the original purpose was primarily one of monitoring the impact of such funded allocated by other means.
